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Description of the Issue 
The Seventh-day Adventist Church in India has been commissioned by 
God to be a witness to the 1.3 billion people in India of whom 80% are 
from a Hindu background. After a hundred years, the Southern Asian Di-
vision has a membership of 1.5 million people. There are many reasons to 
celebrate the success of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in India, par-
ticularly the success of the Adventist school system and the health care 
provided by the health institutions. However, the organization that is re-
sponsible for leading South Asians to Jesus Christ may not be able to cel-
ebrate the same success as the schools and hospitals. 
An evaluation of leadership practices in the Southern Asian Division 
is a logical place to begin. The Seventh-day Adventist model of leadership 
is followed to various degrees by its entities worldwide, including India. 
Research shows that organizations in India struggle when trying to follow 
Western leadership styles because Indian society is autocratic (Mehrotra 
and Sinha 2017:835). Researchers are convinced from years of research 
that a leadership style from the West is not effective when “transplanted” 
to India (835). This could be one of the reasons for the failure of the typical 
Adventist model of leadership in India. However, researchers agree that a 
model of leadership from within the Indian context is a possible solution 
because it is part of the cultural context unlike Western models that fail to 
consider the Indian culture and worldview.
Studies show that two styles of leadership originate from Indian 
culture: autocratic and mentoring. The autocratic leadership style is the 
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most prevalent because it closely follows the Indian family system. The 
family leader is called the karta and is an autocratic leader who leads from 
a “high-power distance, hierarchical and dependency prone” culture 
(Mehrotra and Sinha 2017, 840). The mentoring or guru style is connected 
to the religious heart of India. Under this model, a master leads with the 
goal of preparing subordinates to replace himself, perhaps becoming even 
better leaders than the master (Gayen 2018). 
The central issue in India is that the leaders of the Southern Asian Di-
vision subscribe to the autocratic style of leadership found in the Indian 
karta family system. The Seventh-day Adventist Church is like an exten-
sion of the Indian family. This model of leadership is contrary to the model 
of leadership suggested in the Seventh-day Adventist Church Manual and 
the Bible. Jesus’ model of leadership is very similar to the mentoring or 
guru model of leadership.
South Asian Leadership Styles
Indian civilization is one of oldest in the world with a population of 
1.3 billion. The type of leaders that are birthed in India have received the 
attention of many researchers, especially those from Western countries 
since the 19th century. World-renowned leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, and Netaji Subash Chandra Bose are leadership icons 
in the 21st century (Nagaraju 2006:94). According to Nagaraju, leadership 
styles change overtime, which “reflects people’s concerns at a particular 
point of time” (98). To understand the leadership style of India one must 
become familiar with the leaders’ environment (Singh and Khrishnan 
2007:220).  
A leader is defined as “the person who leads or commands a group, 
organization, or country” (Oxford Dictionary) and leadership is “the action 
of leading a group of people or an organization” (Online Dictionary). Lead-
ership style is defined as “the manner and approach of providing direc-
tion, implementing plans, and motivating people” (Newstrom and Davis 
1993). Leaders follow a certain style or a combination of leadership styles. 
Nagaraju (2006) adds that leadership styles represent the patterns of be-
havior in the society or organization (113). Indian leadership styles are 
unique for a number of reasons but especially because of respect for au-
thority, the caste system, and the religious lifestyle of most Indians (134).
The leadership styles of India can be classified under two broad 
categories: (1) autocratic or karta and (2) nurturant or guru. These two 
styles of leadership were present in India long before India experienced 
the influence of the Western world. The leadership styles in Indian society 
are influenced by three things: the joint-family, the caste system, and 
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ritualism (Nagaraju 2006:134). The joint-family is the social structure 
that gives birth to the nation of leaders. The caste system maintains the 
hierarchical structure of South Asian society, especially among Hindus. 
Ritualism is the keeper of traditions, religions, and way of life (Mohan 
2005:120). 
Autocratic Leadership Style
The autocratic leadership style centers around the leader. Leaders that 
follow this style generally perceive themselves as experts who give ad-
vice and instructions to their subordinates (Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:833). 
Leaders who lead by the autocratic style tend to lead by strict rules, have 
total control over their subordinates, expect strict obedience from every-
one below them, and are authority driven persons (Bass, Bass, and Bass 
2008:728). Smither (1991) agrees with Bass. He states that autocratic lead-
ers prefer strict obedience to rules and roles which they make and enforce 
(40). The autocratic leader leads by power distance and relies on authority 
to accomplish the goals of the organization. They have less “confidence 
in others” and “assume full responsibility for decision making” (Limbare 
2012:173). 
Scholars are in agreement that leaders in India generally lead from an 
autocratic style of leadership (Nagaraju 2006:134). This reality is linked to 
the fact that Indian society is hierarchal. Both the caste system and family 
system undergird this hierarchy (Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:528). The dom-
inant family system on the sub-continent of India is the joint-family, which 
governs the social structure of South Asian society regardless of caste or 
religion. The Indian joint-family traditionally is a “patrilineal, patrilocal, 
and patriarchal” family system (Upadhyaya 1967:115). The joint family is 
composed of three to four generations under one roof including uncles, 
aunts, nephews, nieces, and grandparents. The living arrangement is sub-
divided based on family units that live in separate rooms. They all share 
cooking, income, property, taking care of widows, “never-married adults” 
and the “disabled,” and also worship the same gods (Siva 2013:22). The 
gender roles and functions are clearly defined in the joint family. A male 
is the head of the home, usually the father, although another male may 
be assigned; and this role is passed down from one male to another. The 
wife serves the husband; the children serve the father and mother (Meena 
2012). The joint-family is the school where the karta or autocratic leader-
ship style of India develops and matures. The members of the joint-family 
system are responsible to teach the next generation, beginning from birth, 
their roles and function in the karta system.
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Karta of the South Asian Joint Family
The leader of the joint-family is known as the “karta of the family” 
(Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:836), and is the oldest or most influential male 
in the joint-family. He is both loved and feared; and at the same time, he 
is a father figure that could be the father or grandfather or father-in-law 
or uncle (Sinha 1995:77). In modern times, the court has ruled that women 
can fullfil the role of a karta with some limitations (Bhasin 2016). The karta 
has unchecked authority and typically demands rather than earns the re-
spect of all family members (Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:836). The respect 
given to the karta is both prescribed and earned through “age, seniority 
and experience” (836). Even though the karta may exhibit qualities such 
as caring, nurturing, dependability, and self-sacrifice, he still leads from 
an autocratic style of leadership (836). The autocratic and karta leadership 
style are very similar except for the cultural and religious elements that 
are unique to India. 
Characteristics of the Autocratic Leadership Style
 
In the Indian context, the autocratic style of leadership is the most prev-
alent and accepted by the society (Kalra 1988:30). As pointed out above, 
karta leadership is formed through the family system and is a reflection 
of the cultural and sociological values of South Asians (Sinha 1995:77). 
Researchers are in agreement that the Indian family system reinforces the 
“karta psyche” and the development of autocratic leaders (Mehrotra and 
Sinha 2017:837).
The autocratic style of leadership has advantages and disadvantages 
like any other style of leadership. Sinha (2001) observes that the Indian au-
tocratic leadership style does affect organizational growth and employee 
development (438). He argues that Indian leadership style is not authori-
tarian, but the leaders do exhibit characteristics of authoritarianism. For 
example, Indian leaders adopt the norms of society which are “hierarchy, 
discipline, obedience, power, structured relationships” (Sinda 1984:89).
Historically, autocratic leaders were viewed as successful leaders; 
however, the change of values in society has given birth to new forms 
of leadership. In many societies, autocratic leaders are no longer seen as 
the best examples of a leader. However, in the area of sports, autocratic 
leaders are still sought after (Bass et al. 2008:730). Limbare points out that 
autocratic leadership is needed in the following circumstances: (1) when 
the organization has new and untrained employees; (2) when effective 
supervision is needed and when specific instructions or detailed order is 
needed such as in the military when lives are at risk; (3) when certain 
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types of employees only respond to an autocratic style of leadership; (4) 
when working in a high demand work environment, production volume 
may depend on employees following orders and instructions; and (5) 
when in a conflict work environment, employees challenge the manager’s 
power to lead (2012:87). 
Some disadvantages of having an autocratic leader is when an orga-
nization has a high turnover of human resources and unstable growth 
among their employees. The leader focuses on control to keep the subordi-
nates in line instead of spending time working on the organization’s goals. 
Subordinates’ work environment is filled with uncertainty from day to 
day on the job. They do not know the plans or goals of the autocratic 
leader because they are not revealed and could change instantly. For ex-
ample, the job security of the subordinates is always at risk. There is a lack 
of trust between the subordinates and the leader. The leader has little or 
no interest in developing or mentoring followers to become leaders. The 
leader keeps subordinates at a safe distance to avoid power struggles over 
ideas or criticism. It is a standard practice that input from subordinates is 
not welcomed or permitted. Respect and discipline are paramount in the 
organization, but respect extends only to the leader not to the employees. 
Independent voices or feedback is not valued and is perceived as a threat 
to the leader (Lambre 2012:88).
Researchers reject any notion that autocratic leaders are abusers of peo-
ple, yet they agree that autocratic leaders have a tendency to misuse their 
authority. The relationship between a leader and followers could be de-
scribed as a master/servant relationship. Bass notes that autocratic lead-
ers could be abusive both verbally and non-verbally, suppress employees, 
refuse to develop employees, and treat employees as a threat instead of a 
blessing (2008:728).
Autocratic leaders usually work in an environment where getting the 
job done is preferred over the leader developing other leaders. Bass notes 
that autocratic leaders have a good sense of the task and are not distracted 
by others in the organization (2008:88). The leader leads his subordinates 
as a father figure but from within a hierarchical system (Sinha 1995:77). 
The autocratic leader is the decision maker; subordinates are denied 
decision-making opportunities. Subordinates are given instructions to fol-
low without a choice of saying no or giving input. This principle is em-
bedded in the karta model of leadership. The karta of the Indian family 
typically gives orders to his wife or sons. A father tells his son to go and 
get the newspaper. There is no space for questions or negotiation or even 
a chance to respond. This may seem like a normal way of life but when the 
situation is reversed it is better understood. Suppose the son or wife needs 
something. Could they use the same language to ask the father to go and 
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bring the groceries from the car? In the Indian context this is not allowed 
or permitted. Wives or children cannot speak to or expect to make such a 
request of the father. Some argue that speaking like that is not giving due 
respect to the karta of the family. The argument is when choice is taken 
away from those below the autocratic leaders, the subordinates are not 
given any say in the organization or family system.
The dark side of autocratic leadership is the removal of choice from 
subordinates. Autocratic or karta leaders can be tyrants who boss every-
one below them and do not care about subordinates’ development as lead-
ers. The autocrat may become so self-focused that moving up the wealth 
and leadership ladder with no regard to others may be his/her major goal. 
History has recorded some of those leaders: Hitler of Germany, Linn from 
Russia, Alexander the Great, Henry Ford (Shaffer 2014).
Mentoring Leadership Style
The second leadership style is best described as the mentoring style. 
Researchers have coined other names that have similar meanings such 
as nurturant (Mehrotra and Sinha 2007:832). Researchers agree that 
the mentoring leadership style that originated in India is better than 
importing a leadership style that does not fit the cultural context (Singh 
and Krishnan 2007:220). The Gita, the popular Hindu Scripture, proposes 
a mentoring leadership style called guru leadership. The Sanskrit word 
guru means “teacher and from whom to get help” (Sekhar 2001:361). 
Teachers or gurus have been highly respected and valued in India for 
centuries, so this mentoring leadership style is best suited for the Indian 
context for the following reasons: (1) it is built on the values of the Indian 
family system (Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:838); (2) it uses cultural forms 
that originated within the South Asian worldview, such as how seniority 
is valued and respected within the society (836); and (3) views leaders in 
the Indian context as also spiritual leaders who are expected to provide 
guidance in spiritual and social life situations like marriage and raising 
of children.
There is a process for becoming a mentoring leader in the Indian context 
unlike the karta leader who inherits or is assigned the position of power 
and authority. In Hinduism, life is divided into four stages. A person must 
go through the first two prior to becoming a guru. The first stage is known 
as the brahmacarya, during which a young person is mentored by a guru 
while completing their schooling (Klostermaier 2007:298). In the modern 
age, the young person is free to choose a guru to provide guidance. The 
second stage is the garhastya. This is the period of starting a family and 
doing the duties of a family leader while pursuing one’s career. The third 
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stage is the vanaprastha, a period of self-reflection and passing the torch 
to the eldest son. This period is where the individual spends a lot of time 
meditating about life and its meaning. The fourth stage is the samnyasi, 
which is the period where the individual retires from worldly things and 
expectations. It is a time when the individual has nothing to lose or gain 
from the world. They have reached the stage in life when it is time to give 
to the world. They look forward to mentoring and helping many to come 
out of darkness. At this stage the guru is totally dependent on those they 
serve; however, those being served are not obligated to give to the guru or 
samnyasi (Palaniswami 2007:101). 
In recent times, researchers have tried to import leadership styles to 
India from the West such as transformational and servant leadership. 
The challenge is that while the principles of Western leadership styles 
are important, practitioners have mostly failed to take into consideration 
the sociological makeup of Indian society (Singh and Krishnan 2007:220). 
Mehrotra and Sinha observe that the modern leadership styles have their 
limitations in the Indian context because of the power distance and hier-
archical dependency in the culture (2017:840). Singh and Krishnan agree 
with Mehrotra and Sinha when they say that many “leadership charac-
teristics are universally endorsed, where many others are culture bound” 
(2007:222). 
Characteristics of the Mentoring Leadership Style
The mentoring leadership style is based on a relationship that is estab-
lished between the leader and the subordinate. The relationship evolves 
around the task at hand and the process of nurturing the subordinate 
(Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:838). The first principle of the mentoring lead-
ership style is that a leader is a teacher. The understanding of a teacher 
follows the ancient practice rather than the modern understanding. The 
relationship is still hierarchical just like in Indian society, and thus it main-
tains the superior/subordinate relationship. The mentoring leader is at a 
stage of giving back to society. It is all about developing others without 
expecting any reward other than that the subordinate becomes successful. 
The roles and responsibilities of a mentoring leader are found in Indian 
mythology and religious texts. According to Shekar, a mentoring leader is 
a caring person like the Hindu deity Rama. Mahatma Gandhi’s life reflects 
the caring quality of the Hindu sacred text. His last words before dying 
by a bullet from his assassin was Ram (2001:362). Those outside the Indian 
context may not have the full picture of what it means to be a caring per-
son in the South Asian context. The mentoring leader takes on the respon-
sibility to guide a subordinate to be successful and to help them become 
compassionate and sensitive to people’s needs. 
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The Bhagavad Gita shares an important quality that a mentoring leader 
should possess. Krishna tells Arjuna that one must do “good” without the 
intention of reaping any benefits. This teaching states that Hindus should 
not live a good life with the intention of benefiting, but rather they should 
live a life of selflessness, not grasping for rewards (Achari 2013:28). As 
noted above the last stage of life is the stage where a person expects noth-
ing from the world and owes the world nothing. This phase of life em-
powers the mentoring leader to give unconditional support and guidance 
to those that are under his or her care.
The mentoring leader has the responsibility to empower his subordi-
nate. The application of this principle is applied differently in India than 
in the West. In the Western world, empowerment is measured by trust, 
sharing the vision, self-improvement, encouraging input, supporting 
vacation time, allowing a subordinate to lead, flexibility, inspiring “cre-
ative thinking,” and showing appreciation (Daisyme 2017). Indian leaders 
agree that “leading the India way” is a business strategy that maintains 
the organizational culture, gives guidance to subordinates, provides a role 
model, and represents owner and investor interests. In India the investors 
are at the bottom of importance while in the USA investors are the top 
priority (Cappelli, Singh, Singh, and Useem 2010). The way a mentoring 
leader empowers a subordinate is also restricted by Indian culture. Sub-
ordinates are mentored yet are not allowed to violate the core principle of 
society—they must show respect for authority, seniority, and experience. 
Comparing Autocratic and Mentoring Leadership Styles
Autocratic and mentoring leadership styles have been effective in pre-
paring leaders in India for centuries and continue to do so in the 21st cen-
tury. However, there is a key difference between the two styles. Autocratic 
leaders focus on the development of themselves and the organization. 
Mentoring leaders create a space for subordinates to become part of the 
success of the organization and their individual futures. 
Mehrotra and Sinha observe that most of the leadership styles in India 
fail to empower subordinates to the level that benefits the organization 
and the subordinate at the same time. They propose a consultative style 
of leadership for the Indian context. They argue that this does not mean 
the same thing as in the Western world. For example, in the Indian context 
having subordinates share their ideas without feeling they are violating 
the cultural expectation is a measure of success. This principle is not new 
to India (2017:838). Village leaders function in this manner utilizing the 
panchayat system of five wise men consulting each other, with the leader 
making the final decision (839). 
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The hierarchical culture of India limits how much a subordinate can be 
included in the decision making of the organization. Mehrotra and Sinha 
observe that society judges a leader who gives full participation and input 
in the decision-making process to subordinates as a weak leader who de-
pends on the subordinate to do the work and as a manipulative individual 
who seeks to get less qualified subordinates do to the work of the leader in 
the organization. This style of leadership is known as participatory leader-
ship (838).
The role of subordinates and how they are mentored is the primary fo-
cus of the mentoring leadership style. It is patterned after the guru system 
of India. A subordinate is a future leader that needs to be mentored and 
guided in the best way possible in order to be qualified to lead in the fu-
ture. This intentional process of empowering a subordinate and involving 
them in the organization creates a win-win situation.
Research observes that the dark side of autocratic leadership is the 
abuse of power and suppression of the next generation of leaders. This 
weakness is addressed by the mentorship-leadership style when subor-
dinates are given a place in the organization to grow and develop. The 
process of developing subordinates is native to the Indian context and 
helps leaders become accountable to the organization and to their subor-
dinates. The leader’s role is not only to build a successful organization but 
also to raise up new leaders through the guru system that has worked for 
centuries in India. 
Southern Asian Adventist Church
The Seventh-day Adventist message has been in India since 1893. After 
more than 100 years, the work of the Seventh-day Adventist Church has 
grown moderately with 1.5 million members, the majority of whom are 
from the southern state of Andra Pradesh. The Southern Asian Division 
(SUD) oversees the operations of the mission work for the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church on the Indian subcontinent including Nepal. The SUD 
is divided into ten unions with each union having their own sub-fields. 
The SUD has many schools, a few hospitals, and one university that trains 
its workers. The SUD was organized in 1919 and reorganized in 1986. The 
first indigenous Indian leader was elected as president in 2010. 
The organizational structure of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
India and of all the entities of the Seventh-day Adventist Church world-
wide is found in the working policies, Church Manual and Minister’s Man-
ual. The model adopted for all its entities worldwide is the representative 
system of governance. This is a bottom up system of governance that be-
gins with the local church. The local church is governed by a board that 
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is elected to serve 1 to 2 years by a nominating committee selected by the 
church-at-large to be its representative. The board members govern the 
day-to-day activities of the church. Major decisions are recommended by 
the church board but must be approved by the entire church body at a busi-
ness meeting. The leader of the local church, called an elder, is nominated 
by the members of the local church through the nominating committee. 
New members are voted into membership by the local church body. This 
model is also the system of governance for all other entities in the Seventh-
day Adventist Church. The next higher level of organization is known as a 
conference. This body is the governing body for all the local churches in a 
particular country or territory. It is the legal body for the churches in that 
region. The local conference is responsible to hire pastors and assign them 
to the local churches as overseers. The local conference leaders are elected 
or appointed by the representatives from all the churches in the region. 
Every four years each church sends delegates to a constituency meeting 
to elect conference leaders. The leaders are chosen using the nominating 
committee system. Conferences are overseen by union conferences. The 
goal of the union conference is to assist the local conferences with the mis-
sion in that region. As the Seventh-day Adventist Church grew in many 
places around the world the need for a division of the General Conference 
(GC) was established. The General Conference as the highest level of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church is authorized to lead the church every five 
years at a General Conference Session.     
The Seventh-day Adventist Church is well-structured and organized. 
The entire body is expected to follow the policies of the General Confer-
ence. The Divisions are part of the General Conference, and the unions are 
independent bodies that were created to balance the power of the organi-
zation and are the representatives of the local conference and local church-
es. The Southern Asian Division follows the same model as outlined above 
with some exceptions to facilitate the uniqueness in the country of India.
Leadership Style of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church in Southern Asia
The Seventh-day Adventist Church uses a representative system of 
governance (General Conference). This means decisions are made by a 
committee, and leaders are held accountable to the church body through 
the policies and constitution found in the working policy document. Dur-
ing the reorganization in 1901, the Seventh-day Adventist Church devel-
oped constitutions, policies, and organizational practices for the purpose 
of expanding the mission of God (Oliver 2007:10).  
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In the 21st century the Seventh-day Adventist Church is present in 213 
countries. Most of the entities of the Seventh-day Adventist Church are 
currently led by indigenous leaders. These leaders are elected to serve by 
their local constituency and confirmed by the General Conference execu-
tive committee if required by policy. Despite the unifying working policy, 
leadership styles vary from culture to culture; however, the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church governance system assumes that the leader is subject to 
the policies of the organization.
Although academic research has not yet been conducted on leadership 
styles of the Southern Asia Adventist Church, numerous articles and in-
terviews from the Southern Asia context give insight into the leadership 
practices being used. Leaders of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
India typically do not follow the traditional process of decision making 
that is practiced worldwide. The leader acts like the karta leader, and the 
subordinates are like the family in the system. For example, a secretary or 
treasurer is only expected to honor the commands of the president. The 
president makes unilateral decisions and may or may not inform the other 
two officers or consult the committee set up to govern the organization. 
This practice has been observed and documented by the author over the 
period from 2011-2018 with many articles published in Adventist Today. 
In 2018, an independent online news agency, reported that leaders in the 
Southern Asia Division used unethical leadership practices that violated 
church policies and the model of leadership given by Jesus Christ. Some of 
the stories shared from donors, employees, and members of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church suggest the leaders in the Southern Asia Division 
have less accountability than leaders in the Western World (Adventist To-
day 2018).
Interviews conducted among South Asian leaders and church mem-
bers as well as GC leaders who work closely with South Asians reveal that 
South Asian leaders generally fail to follow the representative system out-
lined in the General Conference Working Policy. According to a GC leader 
who oversees many divisions of the World Church, many leaders in the 
Southern Asia Division follow an autocratic leadership style. 
Reflections on Leadership Style in the
Southern Asia Division
The majority of the Adventist members in South Asia come from 
the Dalit group, which is considered the lowest caste. In the days when 
Christianity first came to India, many sought refuge in Christianity, 
especially Dalits. Christianity brought status and freedom to Dalits from 
the oppression of the caste system (Natarajan 2010). Today, many leaders 
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in the Adventist Church trace their roots back to the Dalit group. The style 
of leadership adopted by Dalits is the karta family system of leadership. 
It is no surprise that the imported system of leadership style of the Ad-
ventist Church has not transferred smoothly to the Indian society as noted 
above. As foreign missionaries transferred leadership to the indigenous 
leaders, a change took place in the leadership style practiced. Indigenous 
people saw the hierarchical structure in the governance policy as a con-
firmation of their indigenous karta leadership style, with the result that 
the indigenous leader became the karta of the Adventist Church and the 
members became the joint-family.
The karta leadership style stipulates that a leader must be respected. 
The position of leader is both prescribed and earned through “age, senior-
ity and experience” (Mehrotra and Sinha 2017:836). In the Indian Adven-
tist leadership structure, only individuals meeting the above criteria are 
allowed to lead in the organization. Out of the three qualities, only one, 
age, has become a hindrance to the development of leaders. The oldest 
and most respected individuals are chosen to lead even though they may 
not be the best leaders. This trend became part of the culture and eventu-
ally was accepted as the norm. For example, at the SUD office, which is 
the highest level of leadership in the Southern Asian context, most of the 
leaders are a few years from retirement. The age of leaders is chosen over 
experience and qualifications for a particular job requirement. 
The karta leadership model as practiced in the South Asian Adventist 
Church is based on the family model. This means that leaders choose their 
own replacement and manipulate the representative system so as to only 
have subordinates that support their leadership style and/or to ensure 
their friends or relatives are elected to serve under them. This manipula-
tion of the system assures them that they will continue to lead in that posi-
tion. The practice of choosing leaders from the same language and caste is 
a common practice among Indian leaders both in the church and outside.
The karta leader leads from a high power distance model where sub-
ordinates are not allowed to compete with or even question any of the 
decisions of the leader. The indigenous leaders subscribe to this practice 
throughout their leadership tenure. This limits the development of subor-
dinates as leaders. The leader decides on the next leader rather than the 
system choosing the best leader for the job at hand.
A few interviews with senior Adventist leaders suggest that some In-
dian leaders have a preference of transferring leaders who has violated 
policies to another job somewhere else in the division instead of holding 
them accountable for their actions. This practice baffles many outsiders, 
especially if the leader has committed serious wrongdoing that would in-
volve legal action or would have resulted in being fired in another part of 
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the world. Some think that relationships are more important than account-
ability or performance. Others think that it is a classic example of Indians 
favoring friends and colleagues who are part of the system of controlling 
and continuing the autocratic form of leadership. The answers may not be 
fully known; however, it is a clear violation of biblical principles and the 
teachings of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
In the karta leadership model, the autocratic leader’s goals come first 
before the success of the organization or the subordinates. This may seem 
simple, but it is a complex issue that exists in the leadership dynamics in 
the South Asian context. For example, when a union leader receives funds 
from an overseas donor for a specific project in a local field, it is custom-
ary for the union leader to get a portion of the donated funds. The local 
conference leader also takes his portion and only what is remaining goes 
to the project. Some ask how this is possible when the Adventist Church 
has an audit system that audits the division regularly. The leaders know 
the accountability system well. According to Southern Asian whistleblow-
ers, the leaders use a cash system to avoid leaving any paper trail. This 
malpractice led the General Conference Office of Adventist Mission to 
suspend Global Mission Pioneer projects for many years.
Mentoring Leadership for the South Asian
Adventist Church
The style of leadership in India is mostly an autocratic style as shown 
above in research done in India (Natarajan 2010:135). Mehrotra and 
Sinha agree with Mohan when they say that in the Indian context, “high 
power distance, hierarchy and dependency prone culture” is ingrained 
in the worldview and not easily changed; therefore, the mentoring style 
of leadership is a better option than the participative style of leadership 
(2017:840). This mentoring leadership style comes from the guru system 
that espouses the leader as a teacher. In the mentoring leadership style, 
the leader’s success is measured by the job description plus the ability 
to mentor new leaders and serve the constituency without expectation of 
reward or fear of loss. He or she is a selfless leader according to the Indian 
understanding of the fourth stage of life.
Another term that expresses the values of the mentoring leader style 
is servant-leadership. The focus is on the leader becoming a servant first 
by serving others. They are seven characteristics a servant-leader should 
have: “agápao love, humility, altruism, vision, trust, empowerment and 
service” (Carroll and Patterson 2014:16). These principles are found in the 
biblical narrative such as in the story when God replaced Saul, a failed 
leader (1 Sam 16:7-12). 
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The Bible is the source for all guidance on all matters of life includ-
ing spiritual and organizational leadership for the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church. The Bible is a manual for Christians in all ages and in all times of 
earth’s history. There are two examples that are helpful to the South Asian 
context: first, the leadership of King Saul and second, the leadership style 
of Jesus Christ. 
God was the leader of his people, but the people of God complained 
that they wanted a leader like them. King Saul was anointed as the earthly 
leader of Israel. Choi’s study suggests the following lessons on leader-
ship styles in the Old Testament. A Christian is a servant first and remains 
a servant after becoming a leader. Second, Christian leadership is about 
spiritual leadership which means there is a high expectation for a spiritual 
leader to be morally and spiritually grounded in all aspects of life and 
leadership. Third, a leader of God’s church is required to meet the needs of 
people and put one’s self and desires aside. Fourth, leaders of God should 
obey the voice of God as found in Scripture (2014:13, 14).
Jesus Christ addressed the issue of leadership and left a model for his 
followers. In Luke 22:25-26, Jesus gave his disciples the kingdom’s defini-
tion of leadership. The disciples were told that politicians, government, 
and society exercise control and seeks personal benefit. As followers of 
Jesus Christ, that is not God’s model of leadership. According to the New 
Testament, Christians are spiritual leaders and are representatives of Jesus 
Christ. This description requires a Christian to serve others. To be a great 
leader one must serve because becoming great in the eyes of God is not 
measured by power and authority but by service to God and to humanity. 
Jesus’ model of leadership was demonstrated in many situations, espe-
cially when he took a basin of water to wash his disciple’s feet. This dem-
onstration of leading by example is a leadership style that encompasses 
mentoring leadership. To be a mentoring leader one must serve others and 
empower one’s subordinates. 
The mentoring leader cannot be a karta leader at the same time. The 
principles laid down by Jesus Christ state that a leader serves others un-
like the way the world serves people. Jesus sent out seventy disciples into 
the world and gave specific instructions on how they were to witness in 
their cultural context. They were told to accept the blessings given to them 
but not to ask for anything. This principle follows the guru principle in 
India. A guru depends on his followers to survive but is not permitted 
to ask for anything. The guru is required to serve as a spiritual leader no 
matter the treatment received from those benefiting from his mentoring. 
This style of leadership is the model Jesus practiced and a model for the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church.
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Another important principle of mentoring leadership is the empower-
ment of the next generation of leaders. The young people of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church have been complaining for years that the senior 
leaders of the Church refuse to mentor them and empower them to lead. 
This fact is known by most leaders, including those in the South Asian 
context. On November 10th, 2018, four hundred young people came to-
gether from across India to talk about the mission God had given them. 
Many expressed the sentiments that the organized church had little inter-
est in empowering them. There is not sufficient space to describe all the 
reasons behind the problems. The mentoring leadership style could be an 
avenue for the next generation of leaders to be trained to lead in the South 
Asian Church. Credit must be given to South Asian leaders for making 
changes to the karta leadership style that is so ingrained in the psyche of 
South Asians such as electing leaders that breaks the status quo of the karta 
system. 
The mentoring model parts ways with the karta model in another area—
the motive of ones’ actions. This leadership quality is noted in Hindu sa-
cred writings. The Bhagavad Gita states that Krishna tells Arjuna that one 
must not do “good” with the intention of reaping the benefits. This teach-
ing states that South Asians should not live a good life with the intention 
of reaping its benefits but rather they should live a life of selflessness, not 
grasping for a reward (Achari 2013:28). The mentoring leader’s motive 
of leading and preparing leaders can only be judged by God; however, a 
mentoring leader’s fruits will be evidence of their motive. In many South 
Asian contexts, members fight to keep their leadership positions for many 
reasons and are willing to go to whatever it takes to hold on to the power 
of leadership. There are many documented accounts where South Asians 
have physically assaulted pastors or other leaders who tried to replace 
them with other leaders. 
Recommendations
The Seventh-day Adventist Church in Southern Asia has contributed 
to the development and expansion of the worldwide Adventist Church. 
The following recommendations are only intended to strengthen the mis-
sion of Seventh-day Adventists in the Southern Asian context.
Many studies done on leadership styles in various parts of the world 
could help strengthen the mission of the Adventist Church in that region. 
It is recommended that a study on leadership styles in the Southern Asia 
Division and all its entities be conducted. This study will provide a frame-
work to inform stakeholders in developing the best approaches to assist 
the Southern Asia Adventist Church to embrace the biblical mentorship 
model of leadership. 
15
Shameerudeen: A Mentoring Model
Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2021
86
Journal of Adventist Mission Studies
Training needs to be provided to the constituency at all levels of the 
organization on the two indigenous leadership models from India and 
how they relate to the teachings of the Seventh-day Adventist Church and 
the Bible. This training should include worldview change and strategies 
to empower the members of the Southern Asia Church.
A study should also be conducted to look at the impact of the caste sys-
tem and the honor/shame culture of India. Questions to ask: How does 
the caste system affect the choosing of leaders? What impact does the caste 
system have on witnessing to the different people groups of India? How 
does the honor/shame culture of the Indian society impact the mission of 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church in India?
Conclusion
The analysis done on leadership styles in India reveals that the mentor-
ing model is a better fit than other models for the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church in Southern Asia. One of the main reasons is that the model was 
birthed in the South Asian context under the name of guru leadership, 
which follows the ancient practice of a teacher. Jesus Christ followed this 
practice with his disciples. He was their teacher, master, or guru. He men-
tored them individually and collectively. He demonstrated servant leader-
ship, which is a leadership style needed in the South Asian context. 
The research and the current status of the Southern Asia Adventist 
Church in India is a reminder that the present model of karta or autocratic 
leadership is not supported in Jesus’ model of spiritual leadership. The 
failure to empower the next generation of leaders while serving self, seek-
ing control, suppressing subordinates, and seeking to manipulate the poli-
cies and constituency is against the leadership style of Jesus Christ and as 
outlined by policy in the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
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